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Iowa's Changing Resources 
by Dr. Steven E. Jungst 
It is impossible to know exactly what Iowa's original 
land cover looked like before settlers began to leave 
their mark on the land. However, early surveyor's 
notes give us a glimpse of what it was probably like 
during the mid-
As settlement began to take place, the land cover pat-
terns began to change significantly. Most notably was 
the increase in agricultural land at the expense of other 
land cover types. Although foresters tend to bemoan 
the loss of for-
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Figure 1. Iowa's land cover during the 1830-1860 period as 
estland, the per-
centage loss of 
forest has actu-
ally been far 
less than the 
loss of prairie 
acreage . . Figure 
3 shows how 
the 1990's era 
land cover 
would look if 
placed into con-
tinuous blocks. 
It doesn 't take 
much compari-
son between 
Figure 2 and 
Figure 3 to see 
Acreage estimates reconstructed from GLO notes. 
based on these 
fl Prairie Wetland 
that although 
forests cover 
has decreased 
significantly, 
the most strik-
ing change has 
been in the in-
crease of agri-
cultural land 
and the decrease 
m prame cover. 
The 1990 U. S. 
Fore st Service 
notes indicate ap-
proximately 28 
million acres of 
prairie, 4 to 7 mil-
lion acres of forest 
(7 million if both 
probable and pos-
sible forest are 
counted), 500,000 
acres of wetlands, 
and 128,000 acres 
of agricultural land 
and towns. 
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Figure 2. Iowa land cover in the 1850's with cover types placed showed that for-
If one could magi- into continuous blocks. estland in Iowa 
cally push all of the forestland from the 1850's into a was at 2 million 
single continuous block, and do the same for each of acres which was actually an increase over the 197 4 
the other land cover types during that time period, low of 1.6 million acres (Leatherberry et. al. 1992). 
the map might look like that shown in Figure 2. Other sources indicate that wetland area had declined 
to approximately 75,000 acres, and prairie land had 
10 
dropped to only 30,000 acres from its original 28 
million acres in 1850. The "other" category contain-
ing predominantly towns and agricultural land had 
increased to nearly 34,000,000 acres. 
Of perhaps more concern to foresters than the actual 
change in forest acreage is the change in forest types. 
Forest Service inventory data indicates a shift from 
shade intolerant Oak species to species such as Maple 
and Basswood. 
the harvesting disturbances that are typically neces-
sary to maintain oak types. 
What the future holds for Iowa's landscape depends 
in large part on private individuals. There is certainly 
increased interest in prairies and wetlands through-
out the state. Consequently, one could expect mod-
est increases in acreage of those land cover types over 
the next 10 to 20 years. It seems unlikely that forest 
acreage would in-
II Pmirie C Wetland 
Whether the shift is 
viewed with alarm 
depends on the way 
in which one values 
the various tree spe-
cies. From the stand-
point of wood value, 
the oaks are of con-
siderably more eco-
nomic value than the 
maples and bass-
wood. Also, the mast 
·produced by the oaks 
is a highly desirable 
food source for a 
• Forest II Other (predominantly towns and agricultural lands) 
crease signifi-
cantly during that 
time, but perhaps 
more individuals 
will get involved 
in actively manag-
ing their forest 
ownership for in-
creased produc-
tion of the many 
goods and ser-
vices that forests 
can provide. If 
that were to hap-
pen, at least the re-
number of Iowa's 
Figure 3. Iowa land cover in the 1990's with cover types 
placed into continuous blocks. 
maining forests in 
Iowa could be maintained in a more vigorous state. wildlife species. Consequently, many individuals are 
as concerned with the shift in forest types as they are 
with the decline in overall acreage since the 1850's. LITERATURE CITED 
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ship. Only 8% Iowa's forest land is in public owner- University, Ames, IA. 
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cent. As ownership shifts toward non-farmer indi- Resource Bulletin NC-52. North Central Forest 
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decrease in the amount of timber available for har-
vest, as well as an acceleration of the shift to more 
shade tolerant species. Accelerated shift to more shade 
tolerant species is possible under the assumption that 
non-farm individuals may be less willing to create 
11 
